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Considering PBIS in 
Recreational Settings to 
Promote Positive Behavior
Lauren Towle
The purpose of this research was to investigate 
how Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports 
(PBIS) would be considered for recreational summer 
programs working with children with disabilities. 
Working with children with disabilities such as 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Anxiety, and 
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (ED &BD) 
often exhibit challenging behaviors that need 
interventions for support. PBIS is a well-known 
system that consists of three-tiers used in classroom 
settings to manage behavior. There are interventions 
in place for children who are exhibiting challenging 
behaviors in recreational setting, but there is no 
structure like the three-tier model used in classroom 
settings. Having three years of experience working 
with children with disruptive and challenging 
behaviors in a recreational setting, there is not 
enough structure and protocols for dealing with 
behaviors in a recreational setting. Through a 
literature review, the investigator examined how 
the three-tier model of PBIS can be considered in 
being implemented in recreational summer programs. 
Through extensive research, the examiner proposed 
that two-tier PBIS system could be implemented in a 
recreational setting due to overlapping interventions 
in the second and third tiers of the PBIS model as well 
as vast differences between a classroom setting and 
recreational setting.
 Implementing interventions for students 
with behavioral and emotional disorders to promote 
positive outcomes is essential. Students who have 
these disorders have on-going actions that need 
responses to be placed to keep the environment (their 
surroundings) safe and most importantly themselves. 
Many public schools have adapted models to use for 
interventions. Interventions are used to minimize 
disruptive behaviors to promote positive behaviors in a 
classroom setting. The most common model regarding 
intervention strategies that are known for being useful 
for reducing disruptive behaviors in schools is PBIS. 
This is a three-tiered model that provides a decision-
making framework for schools to support teachers to 
make decisions regarding their intervention methods 
for reducing disruptive behavior. The goal of PBIS is 
to focus on positive reinforcements and refrain from 
using negative reinforcements to promote positive 
behavior outcomes (Simonsen & Sugai, 2013). 
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Above is an example of what PBIS looks like in 
a classroom setting. PBIS is structured to identify 
three- tiers of intervention: 1.) Universal or 
Primary intervention, means all students receive 
these interventions throughout the school; 2.) 
Secondary which is small-Group Intervention is 
designed for those students who still need support 
for being disruptive even with implementing 
universal interventions; 3.) Tertiary is more targeted 
individualized interventions for those students who 
are unsuccessful using group interventions. The third 
tier would not be considered for a recreational setting 
due to the similarities and overlap in the second 
and third tier of the PBIS model. The challenging 
aspect of this model is that each level is defined 
differently and implemented differently from school 
to school and teacher to teacher. The model causes 
schools to have multiple interventions and many 
possible outcomes. The three-tier model provides 
structure and establishes behavioral protocol within 
the schools (Simonsen & Sugai, 2013). A model like 
this can benefit summer recreational programs, which 
implement interventions within their populations, 
especially if they do not have a three-tier step-by-
step model to consider.  The model can be used with 
making decisions on what interventions to use to 
decrease disruptive behavior. 
 Core features have been identified for PBIS to 
work effectively in a classroom. The main four core 
features identified that appear to be the most important 
were: implementation fidelity, data used for decision-
making, established school-wide expectations, 
and discipline procedures. Implementation fidelity 
determines whether or not the teachers in the 
classroom implementing the interventions are meeting 
the benchmark for fidelity measure to increase positive 
behavior outcomes (Sugai & Simonsen, 2013). With 
any interventions, it is vital to examine how well an 
adult involved in implementing the interventions. 
Schools establish procedures of how to evaluate the 
teachers implementing the interventions. Assessing 
teachers’ performance can improve the outcome of the 
students. Data collection is essential for the decision-
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making process. Data collection for disruptive 
behavior can be documented based on intervals, the 
frequency or number of times the behaviors occur, 
antenatal recording, etc. The data collected is then 
used to see how severe the behavior is and what the 
next step is to decrease the behavior. (McDaniel & 
Flower, 2015). Data collection is a valuable tool that 
cannot only be used in classrooms but recreational 
summer programs too. 
 Establishing school-wide expectations sets 
the stage of how teachers want students to act in their 
classrooms. It is essential to develop school-wide and 
classroom-wide expectations, so students know how 
to behave, as well as understand the consequences of 
not meeting the expectations. The underlying theme 
is teaching behavioral expectations, in the same 
manner, a teacher would teach the core curriculum. 
Typically administration staff, teachers, and other 
school personnel come together to establish the rules 
that best fit the goals of the school. When expectations 
are precise and explicitly discussed, students are 
more likely to follow the rules and understand the 
expectations (Horner, Sugai, Todd, & Lewis-Palmer, 
2005). The last core feature talked about amongst the 
literature was discipline procedures. The procedures 
the school goes through to deal with disruptive and 
challenging behaviors. The methods are a step-by-step 
process that the school goes through when it comes to 
discipline students. When procedures are established, 
all students get treated equally and fairly.
 However, there was no past research conducted 
about how PBIS can be implemented in recreational 
summer camp settings. Two recreational summer 
programs were researched to see how they could 
consider integrating a three-tier model of PBIS 
into their applications. One site studied was The 
Bridge Center, which is located in Bridgewater, 
Massachusetts. One specific camp at The Bridge 
Center that was researched was Camp Connect. Camp 
Connect is a nine-week summer program that works 
with children ages 4-16 with moderate disabilities. The 
program serves children with ADHD, Emotional and 
Behavioral Disorders (ED & BD), Autism Spectrum 
Disorder, and Mood Disorders. The camp focuses 
on increasing social skills and promoting positive 
behavior and expectations. The camp also incorporates 
activities like cooking, swimming, music, outdoor 
exploration, boating, sports, etc. 
 The second summer recreational program 
is another local camp in Plymouth, Massachusetts. 
Camp Ability is part of the YMCA Organization. 
Camp Ability is primarily a camp for children with 
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mild to moderate disabilities. The populations they 
serve are children with Autism Spectrum Disorder, 
ADHD, High Anxiety, and Emotional and Behavioral 
Disorders (ED and BD). Camp Ability also works on 
increasing social skills and cognitive learning while 
also engaging children in activities like swimming, 
horseback riding, kayaking, etc. The two sites are 
fairly similar with their application of reinforcements. 
Based on the two programs, the investigator 
researched how some of the well-known PBIS 
interventions can be incorporated into the plans and 
procedures they currently have in place. 
By using a discrepancy graph, information was 
sectioned into different categories and then analyzed. 
A classroom setting and a recreational setting were 
both compared to see how some qualities of PBIS 
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from a classroom setting could be considered in 
the recreational context. Information examined was 
what staff would be implementing interventions, 
interventions that promote positive behavior, how 
structured is the setting environment, ways to 
collect data, and how would data be monitored. 
After analyzing the information collected through 
this discrepancy graph core features of PBIS in a 
recreational setting were created, and a two-tier model 
was established for recreational summer programs.
The graph above is a modified model for the 
recreational summer programs: The Bridge Center 
and Camp Ability. The figure shows two tiers for 
primary and secondary interventions. The primary 
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tier is universal, allowing all children to receive the 
listed interventions. A token system is a reward system 
promoting children to exhibit appropriate behavior. 
When a child can follow all the expectations, they 
receive tallies or “coins” that can be used to cash in for 
rewards. Token systems are one way to keep a child 
motivated to exhibit expected behaviors throughout 
the day and week. Expectations should be modeled 
and taught to each student so they know appropriate 
behavior while attending camp. Social-emotional 
learning is integrating social skill instruction to 
learn the important social skills children will need 
to self-manage their behaviors. Young adults and 
kids need social-emotional skills to be successful 
at home, school, and for the rest of their lives. SEL 
instruction can provide solution to target behaviors 
and situations. These are the skills that help build 
confidence, collaborate with others, navigate social 
interactions, build strong relationships, understand 
their weaknesses and strengths and most importantly, 
make safer decisions. Since each camp offers a variety 
of different activities throughout their day, providing a 
concrete SEL instruction into their everyday activities 
can increase positive behavior throughout the camps. 
 The secondary tier is for when the primary 
interventions still are not working for a small 
group of individuals or one specific individual. 
The interventions listed are for more one to one 
support. The staff will be focusing more time with 
the individuals to figure out what the next step is 
to promote positive behavior outcomes. Since a 
recreational setting is very different from a classroom 
setting, there are only two tiers in this model. 
Interventions that would be placed in tier two and 
three very much overlap, so the last two levels were 
combined for this model. Behavioral and social 
contracts are created with staff and the camper. 
They are individual-oriented, focusing primarily 
on one individual and their disruptive behavior.  
Evidence-based decision-making is critical to know 
what intervention will best benefit a child and their 
actions.  Understanding the function of the behaviors 
and keeping track of them will provide evidence to 
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use towards the decision of the next step. The end 
goal of using interventions is to decrease disruptive, 
challenging, or dangerous behaviors to promote lasting 
positive outcomes. 
 The interventions that are listed all promote 
positive outcomes using positive reinforcement instead 
of negative consequences. The positive reinforcements 
within these interventions use a reward system that 
rewards children when they show good behaviors. 
Eventually, the reinforcements will not be necessary 
once a child can exhibit expected behaviors without 
having to reinforce all the time. Determining what 
interventions and reinforcements to use is solely up to 
the staff and the individual exhibiting these behaviors. 
In a recreational setting that works with children with 
disabilities, their responses and functions vary, so not 
all interventions will work on all the children enlisted 
into the recreational programs. The model is more 
flexible with where to place children within the tiers 
but still will provide the structure that recreational 
programs need. PBIS in recreational summer programs 
has four core features that are needed for PBIS to 
work in a recreational summer program. 
 The four core features: establishment of 
positive expectations and interventions, social skills/ 
Social-Emotional teaching, constant monitoring, and 
partnership with campers. Establishing expectations in 
a classroom setting is just as essential in a recreational 
program working with children with disabilities. 
Children with disruptive behaviors need constant 
reminders of expectations, so it sets them up for the 
start of the day. Expectations in a recreational setting 
can be precise and clear, for example: being safe, 
listening to your staff, and participating in activities. 
Children will then know if they can do all three of 
these things they know they are following the camp 
rules. They will be able to monitor their own behavior. 
Observing their own behavior connects with the 
other core features. Children being able to monitor 
themselves consistently allows them to self- reflect. 
Keeping track of their behaviors will enable children 
to adjust their behavior to what is expected by 
their staff (Otten & Tuttle, 2011). 
 It is integrating social skills to a program 
that can teach children how to interact with others. 
Knowing what is appropriate and not appropriate can 
better assist children on how to act (Otten & Tuttle, 
2011). Incorporating social-emotional teaching allows 
students to learn to self-regulate their emotions. For 
example, when to take a break when they are feeling 
upset or frustrated or for more general circumstances- 
being able to talk out their feelings. Social skills 
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could be incorporated into management, prevention, 
reinforcement, and undesirable consequences. The 
ultimate goal of all social skills instruction is for the 
camper to eventually self-manage without needing 
external guidance, cuing, or reinforcements (Otten 
& Tuttle, 2011). Teaching students to self-manage 
increases the likelihood that appropriate behavior will 
last over time and generalize to various settings and 
will give the campers a more positive outlook at camp. 
Depending on the severity of the child’s behavior, 
more explicit social skill instruction. A practical 
approach of teaching social skills is to identify the 
function of the problem behavior of the individual and 
teach that individual a specific replacement behavior 
that meets the task for him or her. Individualized 
social skills instruction can be delivered in many 
formats. Staff in charge must consider the next plan 
of action that best suits the child and their behaviors. 
Establishing a relationship with the child will give a 
staff member a better chance at acquiring knowledge 
on what interventions can work. 
 A partnership with a child is crucial when 
trying to work with children on their behavior. This 
partnership allows a teacher or other personnel to 
work alongside with a child to see what actions of 
plan works best. It gives a child a voice on how 
they want to move forward. Presenting a child 
with an opportunity to be apart of the intervention 
process, empowers their voice, and enables them 
to self- monitor themselves. Self -monitoring is the 
ability to regulate behavior to accommodate social 
situations. Reflection periods with a child can help 
build a partnership between staff and the campers. 
Reflection periods open up the table for behaviors to 
be discussed and allow the campers to be more aware 
of their behaviors. Partnerships also give staffs a role 
to become a role model for the kids they are 
working with. 
 In conclusion, classroom settings and 
recreational summer programs are two different 
environments with different protocols and 
expectations. Although there is a small amount 
of research conducted about PBIS in recreational 
settings, some of the known interventions of PBIS can 
still be implemented and provide a fun experience. 
The interventions previously discussed can give more 
structure to summer camp programs for dealing with 
disruptive behaviors and even create a fun atmosphere. 
Summer camp programs have more flexibility and a 
less structured PBIS model due to the variety of needs 
their campers have. Every child has different needs, 
300 BRIDGEWATER STATE UNIVERSITY |  THE UNDERGRADUATE REVIEW 2020
and due to the environment of a recreational summer 
program setting, they have more flexibility and 
resources to accommodate every child. Rather than 
focusing on children as a whole group, recreational 
programs can make extensive accommodations to their 
campers so that each child is focused individually to 
ensure the interventions supports benefit the specific 
child.
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